domination. Our strategy must now refocus on precluding the emergence of any potential future global competitor.6 I do not think that Huntington, the Pentagon, or most of us have come to grips with Foch's question, which must provide the foundations for foreign policy. We need to ask what goals the United States seeks and whether they are likely to be menaced by the growing power of other states7
Relative Versus Absolute Gains
Foreign policy debates tend to degenerate into assertion of preferences and unsupported predictions unless they are rooted in theories about how international politics works.8 Many of the issues involved in whether the United States should seek primacy can be understood in terms of the importance of relative as contrasted with absolute gains. Arguments that the United States must beat back challenges for economic or political dominance are couched in terms of zero-sum competition and positional advantages. The claim is that, now as in the past, the anarchic nature of international politics requires states to be deeply concerned not only with how various policies and outcomes directly affect them, but also with the question of whether they are gaining more (or losing less) than others. Indeed, this is a fundamental postulate of Realism. "When faced with the possibility of cooperating for mutual gain, states that feel insecure must ask how the gain will be divided. They are compelled to ask not 'Will both of us gain? but 'Who will gain m~re?'.''~ The reason is not envy or a mindless desire for status, but rather a preoccupation with power, which in most formulations has at least an element of comparison built into it. A state may then reasonably reject an arrangement that increases its territory and resources if others gain even more than it does. To the extent that economic advantage produces military strength or can be used to produce further gains, the same logic applies in this realm as well.'O
PRIMACY, RELATIVE GAINS AND THE POSSIBILITY OF WAR
The importance of relative gains is obvious when war is a real possibility. In that case, the state must be concerned about how it will fare in an armed contest with its rivals and therefore will want to maximize its advantage over them-or at least be sure that it is not disadvantaged. In the current era, we need to begin by asking whether nuclear weapons, especially the possession of second-strike capability, have rendered this approach obsolete. It is no accident that Bernard Brodie and his colleagues titled their classic book written at the beginning of the atomic age The Absolute Weapon:" What mattered was that the state had the absolute ability to destroy the other, not the relative size of the two states' stockpiles. Of course the validity of this position is hotly contested in a debate that forms the backbone of arguments about alternative nuclear strategies. These issues matter now only if the United States needs to worry about the possibility of a war with another developed country. This is not out of the question: forms of Realism that stress the conflict-generating nature of the structure of the international system lead to the conclusion that cooperation among the western states was, in significant 10. The question of whether, and the conditions under which, states seek absolute or relative gains has received much attention recently: see, for example, Arthur Stein, "The Hegemon's Dilemma," International Organization, Vol. 38 measure, caused by the Cold War and may well disappear with the end of that era.12 By contrast, more eclectic Realism that looks at the costs and benefits that war and its alternatives are likely to bring, as well as at changing national goals and outlooks, indicates that cooperation among the developed countries is likely to ~0ntinue.I~ Although I have taken the latter position and argued that it is hard to imagine the rise of a conflict sufficiently severe to lead any developed country to believe that a war with one of its peers is an appropriate solution to its problems, Richard Betts issues an appropriate warning:
Major discontinuities in international relations are seldom predicted. Who would not have been derided and dismissed in 1988 for predicting that within a mere three years Eastern Europe would be liberated, the Communist Party of the Soviet Union deposed, and the Union itself on the ash heap of history? Yet it is hard to believe that the probability of equally revolutionary negative developments, of economic crisis and ideological disillusionment with democracy, of scapegoating and instability leading to miscalculation, escalation, and war several years from now is lower than the probability of the current peace seemed several years Of course American policy can influence the chance of war. Some would argue that the United States can decrease the chance that others will develop dangerous ambitions and destabilizing fears by showing that it will do everything it can to maintain its primacy. This was the rationale for the recommendation in the Pentagon's draft Defense Guidance that the United States should seek to prevent other countries-including its current allies-from seeking to challenge its position. To this end, it is argued, the United States should be prepared not only to deter challengers, but also to protect many of their interests so that they do not need to greatly increase their own military forces.15 But an American policy that stresses the possibility of great power wars and the concomitant continued importance of relative gains might turn out to be a self-fulfilling prophecy that will make such wars more likely. l6
Primacy Without Great Power War
At this point, however, the possibility of war is not the major reason for concern with relative gains. They also are sought if it is believed that they will lead to increased absolute gains in the future: positive feedback can be at work when states use competitive advantages to increase later benefits and when falling behind concomitantly would lead to greater distress later. While states, like individuals who are not influenced by envy, care only about costs and benefits to themselves, these can be influenced by the fates of others. To the extent that the future well-being of the United States is threatened by the success of others, it has to seek to prevent them from doing better (or less worse) than it does. (The other side of this coin is that conflict is generated as others will symmetrically seek relative gains of their own.) Even without fear of war, a state that was ultimately concerned only about the welfare of its citizens would have to be concerned about the growth rates of others if it believed that for others to grow faster than it (or to dominate certain industrial sectors) would lower the state's absolute level of well-being in the future. This result could come about through either the natural operation of the economic system or the other state's coercive policy. Thus some analysts argue that "the growth of Japanese economic power threatens American economic well-being,"" but whether this is in fact the case is far from clear. Recently the American economy has grown slowly and investment and productivity have lagged: simultaneously the Japanese economy has done quite well and the result has been the distress of a number of American industries. But whether Japan's success is the cause of America's problems has yet to be established. The implication that the United States would do better if Japan did worse is an unsubstantiated hypothesis. Eco- nomic competition is not necessarily like military competition: gains on the part of a rival do not automatically make the state worse off.18
Strategic trade theory argues that those who start with a small advantage can reap much greater gains in the future if they can thereby move up the learning curve more rapidly than their competitors and therefore are able to keep the latter from challenging them. By protecting home markets and subsidizing exports, the state and industry can gain so great a lead over rivals that the state can later afford to remove the protectionist measures without sacrificing its d~minance.'~ But there is only limited evidence on this point, and the models apply only under restricted conditions and may have little prescriptive value.20
Even when positive feedback is not at work, competition and a struggle for primacy are required for goods that are inherently positional. Status, prestige, and some kinds of self-images fit in this category.21 Only one country can win the most medals in the Olympics; Americans may simply feel less good about themselves if the Japanese economy grows faster than the American one. If one country gains prestige, other countries have to lose it if the standard of judgment is comparative. The sense of being better or doing better than other countries may also produce self-confidence that helps convince leaders, elites, and the general public to take on important and difficult international tasks. Would the United States have sent forces to Somalia if its citizens (and, even more, its president) had not felt that it was 18. Paul Krugman, "Myths and Realities of U.S. Competitiveness," Science, Vol the prime if not dominant state in world politics? These considerations are elusive, but they may play a role in establishing national moods which influence behavior."
For further discussion, we can usefully separate arguments about the importance of primacy that focus on conflict from those that stress the need for cooperation. That is, the most obvious line of argument is that the United States needs to maintain its dominant position because there are important conflicts of interest between it and other developed countries. But a different chain of reasoning sees the main problem not as others gaining at America's expense, but as the need to provide public or collective goods. In this view, it is still important for the United States to maintain primacy, but doing so is in the interests of other developed countries as well. . requires that we endeavor to prevent any hostile power from dominating a region whose resources would, under consolidated control, be sufficient to generate global power."23 Realism that is based on structural considerations and that assumes a constant struggle for power would not need the emphasized phrases because any rival would be seen as posing a serious threat. But it is far from clear that this is an accurate view of the world. We can make the question concrete by asking whether it is in the American interest for Europe to unite. If this were to occur, the new entity would be at least as strong as the United States by almost all indicators of power. It is not surprising that the United States encouraged a high degree of European unity during the Cold War in order to strengthen the anti-Soviet coalition, but, contrary to what should be the case if there were strong competitive reasons for the United States to maintain primacy, this attitude has continued. Although some have voiced concern that American firms might suffer because tariffs on American goods will remain while those within Europe would disappear, few have seen dire international political consequences in the rise of what would clearly be another superpower. To the contrary, it appears that most Americans believe that a united Europe would both increase world-wide prosperity and constitute an entity that will cooperate effectively with the United States to reach common goals.
One can argue that increased European power will be dangerous because throughout the Cold War the Europeans were less willing than the United States to sacrifice commercial gain for generally shared political objectives for example, European countries did little to restrain their firms from selling materials that would enable other countries to develop nuclear and chemical weapons and associated delivery systems. But this difference in behavior may have stemmed in part from the fact that the European states were small enough to be "free riders" and take advantage of the American willingness to bear a disproportionate share of the non-proliferation burden. A united Europe would presumably play a larger role in world politics and therefore might be more responsible on these issues. Similarly, Japanese behavior, both diplomatic and economic, may well change as its influence increases. Although not all countries use their power for the same ends, in part because of differences in values and domestic systems (if Hitler had won World War 11, it is unlikely that the Nazi hegemony would have produced an open economic system), we should not exaggerate the difference between Japanese and Western trading practices or neglect the extent to which growing trade and investment abroad will change behavior."
Where disagreements stem from differences in values, interests, or beliefs rather than different placements in the structure of the international system, American preferences will suffer as others grow stronger. For example, the Europeans have traditionally been more "even-handed" (or, from a different perspective, more "pro-Arab") in Middle Eastern issues than has the United States. Whether this is due to Europe's greater reliance on Arab oil, its closer ties to the Arab world, lack of a strong pro-Israeli lobby, or different views of the merits of the case (or some combination of these) cannot be readily determined. Although the American position has changed some in recent years, the difference in policy has not disappeared and a stronger Europe could therefore more effectively present a policy that conflicted with the American one. Surely other policy differences will arise in the future as well. Thus September 1992 saw German-American disputes over interest rates, rescheduling of the debts of the former Soviet Union, and the possibility of a permanent seat on the Security Council for Germany.= Shortly thereafter, the United States and Europe engaged in a game of Chicken over agriculture that nearly led to a trade war. Issues like these are likely to be staples of future international politics among developed countries. But there does not seem to be any reason to expect them to concern central values or to lead either Europe or the United States to regret that the other is a major power or to seek to weaken the other. Although each state will want to have significant bargaining resources and leverage over others in order to protect and further its interests, the stakes and the intensity of the competition will be much lower than was the case when international politics was infused with deep concerns for survival and security.
Perhaps American primacy would bring with it major economic advantages. In part, this raises the question of the fungibility of power, which may have a different answer in a world of decreased security concerns than it did during the Cold War. Under many circumstances political power can contribute to economic goals. Indeed, in the event of major international conflict, a weaker country may not be able to maintain its desired economic and domestic system in the face of pressure, let alone out-right attack, by a stronger rival. No one expects Japan or Europe to present this kind of pressure to the United States, nor is anyone recommending that the United States try to develop sufficient military and political power that it could use threats to extort economic benefit from its allies. But during the Cold War, there seem to have been implicit bargains between the United States and its allies that involved trade-offs between security and economic issues, and related arrangements might still be possible.26 Perhaps the United States could turn military and diplomatic resources into economic benefits by either coercing others or performing services for them for which it would receive payment. Convincing others to pay for military ventures might be possible, but even in the Gulf War the United States did little more than break even. It seems unlikely that in a world of low security threats and great common interests among the developed countries, the route to economic strength for the United States would lie through gaining significant unilateral military and political advantage over Europe and Japan.
NON-COMPETITIVE REASONS FOR PRIMACY
Even if there are few competitive reasons to seek primacy, there may be cooperative ones. Here, the problem is not that the United States needs to be number one, as much as it is that some state has to fill this role in order to provide general or public goods.27 It may be true that the other developed countries share with the United States the most important foreign policy goal-.
g., the maintenance of an open economic system, non-proliferation of nuclear weapons, fostering human rights, deterring aggression, protecting the environment-but pursuing these goals involves significant costs and if power is distributed relatively equally among many counties, no one of them will have the incentives to make the effort that is necessary to reach these goals. In principle, a country that not only increased its power relative to that of the United States but surpassed it could provide the leadership that would be in the common interest. But even a fully united Europe could not do this for decades. Thus the result of other states gaining power at the expense of the United States would not be that any of them would become the leading state, but that power would become diffused.
Increased diffusion of power may not mean that the problems of organizing the international system for collective action will be much greater than they have been in the recent past, however. Just as it is important not to exaggerate the decline of American power,** so it is also important to remember that even at its height America could only bargain with other developed countries, not dictate to them. Furthermore, even if Japan and Europe grow faster than the United States in economic strength and diplomatic influence, the change from the current situation will be slow and, by most scales, slight. The collective goods problem would indeed be very great if we were moving from a situation in which one country was dominant to one in which power was evenly spread over ten or fifteen states. But this is not the case. There are only a few powerful and highly developed countries. We are not confronting the classic problem in which every actor is so small that it knows that its behavior will not make a noticeable difference in whether collective goods are provided or not. To the contrary, each knows that a refusal to do its share can undermine the system and, in so doing, endanger its own welfare. Cooperation of course is not guaranteed, but at least is possible.2g
In the economic arena it is often argued that the end of American primacy and the continued diffusion of power will lead to the division of the world into three trading blocs-a group in Asia dominated by Japan, a Europe dominated by Germany, and the Americas under U.S. hegemony.% These fears arose even before the collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War removed some of the inhibitions restraining states from moving toward the formation of blocs. Without dismissing these concerns, I think two points are warranted. First, no amount of American effort, hard bargaining with its trading partners, or domestic growth will return the United States to the position of economic dominance it held in the 1950s. If a world of trading blocs is to be avoided, it will have to be through negotiations and shared understandings among states of relatively equal resources. Second, the fact that the fears of widespread protectionism are by now longstanding gives us some grounds for optimism since previous predictions of economic closure have not been borne out. Most countries see this path as undesirable and are willing to pay a significant price to block it. There is a good chance they will do so; not only is the number of major states sufficiently small that the pessimistic framework of collective goods does not apply, but those who engage in protectionism may suffer retaliation rather than gaining a free ride, thereby increasing the chances of c~o p e r a t i o n .~~ Problems of reaching common goals of course also arise on political questions. If the United States does not take the lead, nuclear weapons may spread more rapidly because no one will restrain the sales of nuclear materials and because countries throughout the world will have greater fears for their security--and greater hopes for coercing others. If the United States does not lead a coalition to block aggression, the world may become much more insecure and war-prone. Proponents of these arguments point to the fact that aggression was punished and reversed in the Gulf under U.S. leadership, but not in Yugoslavia when the United States, rather than f d y taking the lead, largely left it to the Europeans. Indeed, the strongest international measures to contain Serbia-first the economic embargo and then the prohibition of flights over Bosnia-were taken only on the American initiative. Furthermore, no country other than the United States was willing and able to move into the chaos of Somalia. As President Bush said when explaining why he was sending in 28,000 troops to enable food to be distributed, "I understand the United States alone cannot right the world's wrongs, but. . . . only the United States has the global reach to place a large security force on the ground in such a distant place quickly and efficiently and thus save thousands of innocents from death."32 A related argument is that the United States needs to maintain world order to discourage others from believing that the only way they can protect their own interests is by increasing their power. Thus the draft Defense Guidance argues:
The U.S. must show the leadership necessary to establish and protect a new order that holds the promise of convincing potential competitors that they need not aspire to a greater role or pursue a more aggressive posture to protect their legitimate interests. . . . [The U.S.] will retain the pre-eminent responsibility for addressing selectively those wrongs which threaten not only our interests, but those of our allies or friends.% There is a good deal to this argument that American primacy is needed to maintain international cooperation for common goals, but it is not entirely convincing. First, the difference between the Gulf and Yugoslavia is not entirely to be explained by differences in American behavior. Or, to put it slightly differently, differences in American behavior were in part the product of differences in expectations about how others would behave.34 Second, the exercise of strong leadership may be self-limiting if others resent the American role. Maintaining the Gulf War coalition was a marvelous feat of diplomacy and many other countries presumably feel they benefited by letting the United States set the policy. But they may have been disturbed and resentful as well because they did not have much influence; they might be less willing to be junior partners in future endeavors. Third, even if the United States remains the leading world power, it may not have sufficient resources to provide public goods. The United States will never regain the position it held in the 1950s and 1960s. In the political as in the economic arena, even if the diffusion of power is arrested, it is not likely to be reversed. But cooperative action is still possible: the number of leading states is small, the conflicts among them are not enormous, and the contribution made by each is large enough to have a significant impact on the outcome. Concerts have provided a significant measure of security in the past, and the conditions for establishing related arrangements are propitious: the developed countries have relatively little to gain by exploiting each other, and much to lose if mutual cooperation breaks down. 35 A decrease in the American ability to reach many common goals through its own efforts would not necessarily mean that such goals would not be reached. Contrary to President Bush's claim, the size of the force required for Somalia in December 1992 was not beyond the reach of the NATO allies, either singly or acting together, especially if the United States provided logistical support. Indeed, the United States may benefit if it cannot do the job on its own. As long as cases in which it would want to intervene on a large scale also deeply involve the interests of other developed states as well,% the costs, responsibilities, and decisions also can be shared. If it is only the United States that believes intervention is necessary and if the other developed countries disagree, a distribution of power that precludes American action might not, on average, serve it badly: the American judgment in cases like this may be no better than the judgment of others. Furthermore, if intervention were possible only if it were truly joint, then other developed countries could not avoid the question of what sort of "world order'' is worth seeking; they could not rely on pious pronouncements and the expectations of a division of labor whereby the United States takes the bulk of the responsibility, risk, and cost while they share in the benefit.
We should also not forget the admonition of balance of power theory that even the most benign state cannot be trusted with excessive power. Both Edmund Burke and Franqois F6nelon, a French thinker of the late seventeenth century, argue that even with good values and moderate domestic politics, a state will behave with moderation and decency only if it is checked by others.37 Kenneth Waltz draws the important conclusion about what will follow from the destruction of Soviet power: "Despite good intentions, the United States will often act in accordance with Fendon's theorem."38 Binding itself to act multilaterally by forgoing the capability to use large-scale force on its own would then provide a safeguard against the excessive use of American power. This might benefit all concerned: the United States would not be able to act on its own worst impulses; others would share the costs of interventions and would also be less fearful of the United States and so, perhaps, more prone to cooperate with it.
In summary, the pursuit of primacy was what great power politics was all about in the past. But with the development of nuclear weapons, the spread of liberal democracy to all the developed countries, and the diminution of nationalism, war among the most powerful actors is unlikely. The first reason for striving for international primacy has then disappeared. Other reasons, both competitive and cooperative, seem weak, although the latter are stronger than the former. The United States might be able to recreate some of the unfortunate but necessary patterns from the past by behaving as though nothing has changed. But it is not forced down this path by the international environment.
